Stonefruits have a future by Godley, Geoffrey L
Journal of the Department of Agriculture, 
Western Australia, Series 4 
Volume 19 
Number 1 1978 Article 7 
1-1-1978 
Stonefruits have a future 
Geoffrey L. Godley 
Follow this and additional works at: https://researchlibrary.agric.wa.gov.au/journal_agriculture4 
 Part of the Fruit Science Commons, and the Horticulture Commons 
Recommended Citation 
Godley, Geoffrey L. (1978) "Stonefruits have a future," Journal of the Department of Agriculture, Western 
Australia, Series 4: Vol. 19 : No. 1 , Article 7. 
Available at: https://researchlibrary.agric.wa.gov.au/journal_agriculture4/vol19/iss1/7 
This article is brought to you for free and open access by Research Library. It has been accepted for inclusion in 
Journal of the Department of Agriculture, Western Australia, Series 4 by an authorized administrator of Research 
Library. For more information, please contact jennifer.heathcote@agric.wa.gov.au, sandra.papenfus@agric.wa.gov.au, 
paul.orange@dpird.wa.gov.au. 
Stonefruits have a future 
A healthy crop of peaches. With cost sa ving techniques and a steady demand stonefruit should 
have an assured future 
By G. L. Godley, Midland office 
Over the 10 year period from 
1966/67 to 1975/76, stonefruit 
production has not greatly expanded. 
The area planted has declined 
significantly, with apricots showing 
the greatest decline, and peaches the 
least. The number of young, non-
bearing trees also has declined 
significantly, again with apricots 
showing the greatest decline. 
Plums are the only stonefruit to have 
increased in production at the end of 
the 10 year period. Peach production 
has remained steady, whilst apricot 
production has fallen by nearly one 
half. Table 1 shows the extent of 
these changes. 
Almost all stonefruit is produced in 
the hills and south-west regions. The 
major region for plums and apricots 
is the hills, and the south west 
produces a significant proportion of 
peaches. Peaches from the hills are 
for the fresh trade, and south-west 
production is divided between the 
fresh trade and canning. 
Urbanisation of the hills area only 
partly explains the decline in areas 
planted, as south-west production 
has also declined. Low stonefruit 
prices during the late 1960s and 
early 1970s certainly contributed to 
falls in production and new 
plantings. The decline of peach 
plantings in the south-west in the 
early 1970s was largely due to the 
uncertain future of the canning 
industry but this trend has been 
reversed somewhat since 1975. 
Price trends 
Export prices for plums for the 10 
year period 1966/67 to 1975/76 
have remained fairly steady in real 
values, with the exception of the last 
two years. Local market prices have 
fluctuated from year to year, but 
there has been no significant upward 
or downward trend. 
For peaches, local market prices 
have steadily improved from 1967 to 
1972, but since then have fluctuated 
considerably from year to year. The 
overall trend for the 10 year period 
has been a slight improvement in 
prices in real terms. 
Returns from apricots have 
substantially improved over the 10 
year period. 
Consumption trends 
Assuming wastage is relatively 
constant each year, sales give a fair 
indication of consumption trends. 
For instance, local sales of plums 
have remained steady in spite of 
population growth of around 30 per 
cent, but export sales have 
fluctuated severely over the 1966/67 
to 1975/76 period. 
Peach consumption which is almost 
all by the local market has remained 
unchanged but consumer preference 
has shifted from white to yellow-
fleshed varieties. 
Table 1. Changes in stonefruit production for the 10 vears 1966/67 to 
1975/76. 
plums... 
peaches, 
apricots 
Area 
down 32% 
down 21 % 
down 43% 
Non bearing 
trees 
down 42% 
down 38% 
down 30% 
Production 
up 18% 
same 
down 41% 
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Demand for apricots has exceeded 
production for the period, and real 
prices to growers have thus 
improved. 
Cost of production 
A cost of production survey in 
1970/71 found that growing of 
plums and apricots was profitable so 
long as the value of labour supplied 
by the family was not included. 
Peaches were more profitable, even 
after including family labour costs. 
Plums 
A survey of hills growers in 1976/77 
indicated that plum production has 
become substantially more profitable 
since 1970/71, even when the value 
of family labour is included. The 
improved profitability was due to a 
substantial drop in the cost of 
production. Prices had not shown 
any real gain since 1970/71 and cost 
savings were due to the expenditure 
on fertiliser and hired labour being 
substantially reduced. As hired 
labour was not being replaced by 
family or unpaid labour it seemed 
that growers were using labour more 
efficiently, for example with labour 
saving techniques. Three of the five 
growers surveyed used mobile 
ladders for pruning, thinning and 
harvesting, and three regularly used 
chemical thinning. 
Peaches ana apricots 
Production costs for peaches and 
apricots have not been surveyed 
since 1970/71 but as cultivation 
practices and labour demands are 
similar to those for plums, cost 
trends could be assumed to be 
similar. If so peaches and 
particularly apricots have become 
more profitable. Profitability would 
have been further increased by the 
slight improvement in real values of 
peaches, and the very significant 
improvement in values of apricots. 
Future demands 
Plums 
Even though local demand for plums 
did not increase along with 
population growth in the last decade, 
it should rise slowly as population 
increases. 
Export demand for plums is essential 
to absorb suplus production, and 
thus hold prices firm on the local 
market. Export markets regularly 
serviced are Singapore, Malayasia, 
Hong Kong and Indonesia. Those 
serviced by irregular shipping 
programmes are Mauritius, 
Thailand and the Middle East. 
The markets serviced irregularly will 
only develop if plum production 
increases, or if prices higher than the 
traditional markets are offered. 
Present production can barely meet 
the demand of established markets, 
and with the anticipated 
improvement in shipping to Hong 
Kong and Indonesia, demand could 
easily exceed production in the next 
couple of years. 
Peaches 
The local demand for peaches is not 
likely to expand beyond that 
required by population growth, but 
demand could be stimulated by 
improved product presentation. This 
has already been demonstrated by 
one grower who showed that product 
appeal may have a bigger influence 
on sales than price. 
Only token quantities of peaches 
have been exported but these could 
be increased in near-Asian markets 
with well-presented choice quality 
fruit. 
Shelf life and the ability to 
withstand transport and handling, is 
of prime importance. The Asian 
market has in the past accepted the 
hard-fleshed canning peach which 
has a good shelf life, and a number 
of these varieties are available to 
spread the marketing period. 
The melting-flesh dessert peach 
should not be overlooked for the 
export market, even though past out-
turn has often been unacceptable 
because of the fruit's inability to 
withstand the rough handling 
associated with sea freight. It would 
not be unrealistic however to suggest 
that air freight will supersede sea 
freight for highly perishable fruits 
within the next decade. 
The dessert peach industry should 
therefore expand providing 
satisfactory prices can be negotiated. 
However, if this market does prove 
to be viable, the industry would need 
to be re-organised to supply these 
markets throughout the season. 
Apricots 
It is unlikely that apricot production 
will ever supply more than the local 
market. However production is 
expected to decline over the next few 
years, and demand should therefore 
remain strong. Providing prices 
remain relative to today's levels, 
there may be room for expansion of 
apricot production. 
Nectarines 
Nectarines have been regarded as a 
small part of the stonefruit industry, 
but improved strains of nectarines, 
particularly the Nectared series, 
may change this. I believe the 
industry is potentially set for rapid 
expansion on both the local and 
export markets, and that a market 
can be developed in near Asia for 
attractive, well-presented fruit. Air-
freighting would be essential. 
The future 
Trends in the price of stonefruit for 
the past decade have revealed no real 
improvement on local or export 
Apricots ready for market 
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markets but it is unlikely that these 
trends will continue in the next 
decade. While costs will continue to 
rise, profitability of stonefruit is 
likely to be helped by cost saving 
techniques. Some already used are 
mobile ladders, pneumatic secateurs 
and airmist spray machines, but 
further cost savings are possible 
from new management techniques. 
I believe the industry is on the brink 
of change with orchards of the 
future being vastly different from 
the present concept of 250 trees per 
hectare treated as individual units. 
Trees will be grown in hedge-rows, 
either self supported or trellis-
trained, and tree numbers will range 
from about 750 to perhaps 3 000 per 
hectare. More emphasis will be 
placed on summer pruning for early 
cropping and the control of tree size, 
with detailed pruning being replaced 
by mechanical hedging machines. 
These changes in cultural practices 
will result in earlier cropping, with 
orchards reaching maximum 
production in four to five years. This 
will mean earlier profits and reduced 
management costs. Given these 
reduced costs and a steady demand, 
the stonefruit industry should have 
an assured future. 
Starting a stonefruit orchard 
Growers considering planting a 
stonefruit orchard without 
experience with stonefruits should 
consult the Department of 
Agriculture for advice. Mistakes 
made early in life of an orchard can 
jeopardise the future profitability. 
The Department of Agriculture can 
also advise on the latest cost-saving 
techniques of stonefruit production. 
Water supply loan to 'drought-proof farms 
Recent modification of the Farm 
Water Supply Loan Scheme will 
enable eligible farmers to obtain a 
loan without having been refused a 
loan from the normal borrowing 
sources. 
Eligible farmers are those farming 
commercially within the boundaries 
of the scheme and they may seek 
loans up to $5 000 where a need is 
established. 
With the modifications, the 
procedures operating in the past 
have had to be drastically modified. 
Applicants must now first apply for 
a farm water supply assessment on a 
form obtained from a branch of the 
R. and I. Bank or an office of the 
Department of Agriculture. An 
officer of the Department of 
Agriculture will then visit the farm 
to prepare with the farmer, proposals 
for upgrading existing water 
supplies. 
The farmer sends the completed 
proposals to his bank together with 
his application for a loan. 
If developing a new underground 
supply is warranted (a bore or well) 
the assessment must include a report 
from the Geological Survey Branch 
of the Mines Department 
The object is to drought-proof farms 
to reduce the likely need to cart 
water to the farm in periods of 
drought. This is different to merely 
supplying additional water or 
improving the distribution of water 
over a property. 
On each farm the objective should 
be obtained as economically as 
possible so that as many farms as 
possible can be given the help 
needed. 
Considerable emphasis will be given 
to improving catchments on dams 
where they are the basis of the farm 
water supply. 
Several drought years have 
demonstrated clearly that the main 
reason for dam failures is inability to 
fill during dry years and the inability 
to fill is directly related to the fact 
that the dams rely upon natural 
catchments of inadequate quality. 
The essential part of drought-
proofing farms is to ensure that 
dams are in good order, of 
reasonable size and receive adequate 
inputs of run-off water from quick-
shedding catchments so that they 
can cater for stock needs in years 
when most natural catchments 
provide only poor run-off. 
The Farm Water Supply Advisory 
Committee points out that only 
properties being farmed 
commercially are eligible. 
The boundaries of the area where 
the scheme operates have been 
modified to include freehold or 
conditional purchase land north and 
east of the boundary shown on the 
map. 
This boundary may be modified in 
time to take in land further west, but 
at present the worst-affected areas 
are in the north eastern, eastern and 
south eastern wheatbelt and small 
areas in the Lakes district and 
Salmon Gums area, which are all 
areas fairly remote from sources of 
water from which to cart. For this 
reason it is necessary to concentrate 
on such areas in the initial phases of 
trying to assist in drought-proofing 
farms. 
Commercial farms north and 
east of this line are eligible for 
Farm Water Supply Loans. De-
cember 1977 
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